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Broadcasting Complaints Commission

Coimisidn um Ghearain Chraolachain





Complaints made by: Mr. Eoin McMahon, Ref: 110 & 111 /04
	Station: 
 
	Programme:
  
	Date:

	NewsTalk 106
	'The Right Hook'
	01 July 2004

	
	
	08 July 2004


These two complaints from Mr. McMahon were submitted under Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality) of the Broadcasting Act, 2001.

Summary of Complaints:
Ref: 110/04,  01 July, 2004

The  complainant asserts that the discussion between the presenter, George Hook and an RPA representative, Mr. G. Hannon, was unbalanced as it was totally pro-public transport.  No pro-active investigation or devil's advocate style questioning ensues in the discussions on transport on NewsTalk 106.

Mr. Hook has on a number of occasions, stated on-air that he is an advocate of public transport.  In the discussion with Mr. G. Hannon, he did not probe why it was that the RPA, in conjunction with Dublin City Council, did neither a) forsee the problem that the halving of the road space in St. Stephen's Green North would have on traffic flow and b) why the new road layout in St. Stephen's Green was not brought in earlier in order to alleviate the chaos that that section of St. Stephen's Green was experiencing even before the LUAS started operating.

The pro-public transport partiality evident in most of Mr. Hook's journalism, was further compounded by him suggesting to Mr. Hannon that it was now, perhaps, time to ban traffic entirely from the Green.  This statement/question is the embodiment of this partiality to public transport.

Ref: 111/04,  08 July, 2004

The complainant asserts that the discussion, between George Hook and Mr. E. Ryan of the Green Party on 8th July 2004, was a one-sided pro-public transport discussion.  This discussion was wide-ranging and discussed, among other areas, Quality Bus Corridors and their supposed success.  Mr. Hook informed Mr. Ryan that he had changed his mind on QBC's from the point of view where he was in favour of them previously,  to a less-favourable position now, because he has suffered delays in traffic jams in certain evening off-peak periods,  due to the fact that there was a lane of traffic usurped by a QBC.  Mr. Hook then said to Mr. Ryan that he was disgruntled by the fact that there was no evidence of any buses in the dedicated bus lane and that this was nonsensical.

The complainant has sent numerous emails to the 'Right Hook' over the last eighteen months, adverting to the fact that not only are there fewer buses in the evening off-peak periods, but that this dearth of buses is also evident in the 10a.m. - 4 p.m. off-peak period, due to the obvious fact that there will always be a minimal demand for such public transport in those specified off-peak periods either because bus patrons are: a) either at work or b) they have arrived home from work.

The complainant asserts that Mr. Hook incorrectly stated that LUAS will run every two and a half minutes and he also stated that this is the type of frequency QBC's should have in off-peak periods.  The complainant states that LUAS will run every ten minutes off-peak and every five minutes in peak periods.  Mr. Hooks comment is indicative of the non-questioning attitude he has to public transport.  If he was playing devil's advocate in this or other discussions he chairs on transport, he would be putting questions to advocates of public transport, such as Mr. Ryan, which favour private transport, such as the point of view that the entire QBC model, with its inherent 12 hour operational timeframe, should be amended to a peak period model instead, due to the fact that there has been only a minimal increase in bus passenger numbers, in the off-peak periods, of 5% on those routes that have QBCs already installed.

Instead, Mr. Hook blithely introduces the risible concept, to an avowed and very well-known proponent of public transport, of having buses every two and a half minutes on QBC routes in off-peak periods - the complainant states off-peak, as neither Mr. Hook or Mr. Ryan differentiated between peak and off-peak.  This canard, introduced by Mr. Hook, and wholeheartedly agreed with by Mr. Ryan, both misleads the listeners and equally importantly,  misses a golden opportunity to bring in the peak versus the off-peak differentiation that needs to happen if a more thorough understanding of the micro-needs of public transport vis-a-vis private transport is to become pronounced.  What is happening across a wide spectrum of media, especially in the specialised Dublin radio station, NewsTalk 106, is that a myth has now become fact,  that gridlock is endemic and we must get all people out of their cars in Dublin at all times and on to public transport.

In his initial introduction of Mr. Ryan to the listeners, Mr. Hook made several references to 'gridlock' being 'endemic' which is consistent with his and the station's references to traffic in Dublin.  No differentiation is ever made between peak and off-peak, and more importantly, that any gridlock there is, is usually only in the morning and evening commuter periods in the times of the year that the schools are sitting.  Moreover, no mention is ever made that the gridlock that is now being experienced has, as it's 'root cause',  the introduction of all-day bus lanes, QBC's and latterly the on-street conjunction between the on-street LUAS and private transport.

The complainant states that it appears from the station's response to his complaint,  that the station has missed his criticism.  The producers and the presenters alike,  seem to be happy to fully accept the policies of the public transport advocates, with very occasional statements of dissent from those presenters, and that to simply rely on sporadic inputs from inexperienced listeners is neglecting the duty that all broadcasters have,  to consistently put all points of view without preference given to either side.

The station suggests: 'The listener in many ways sets the agenda' in these Thursday traffic slots.  The complainant asserts that this fatuous comment is disingenuous in the extreme.  The Thursday traffic slot has spokespersons from agencies such as the Dublin Transport Office, National Roads Authority, Dublin Bus, Rail Procurement Agency, Dublin Bus etc.  Questions that are presented to these spokespersons are invariably micro in detail and are easily fended by the experienced spokespersons put up by those bodies or organisations.  Presenters such as George Hook,  rarely take to task those spokespersons on macro details, whether they arise from a listeners comment, or proactively.  

NewsTalk 106 further states that 'Mr. Hook is regularly critical of those in charge of traffic management'.  Having listened to most of Mr. Hook's programmes over the last year and a half, the complainant asserts that he can categorically and definitively state that Mr. Hook does not 'regularly' criticise traffic planners.  The complainant has never heard Mr. Hook discuss 'revenue from clamping' as the station implies. 

NewsTalk 106 further mistakenly states that Mr. Hook 'consistently champions the opening of QBC's to motorists in off-peak times'.  This is so far from being the case it is risible.  As the complainant has stated previously, he has heard most of Mr. Hook's programmes over the last year and a half.

NewsTalk 106 states that the 'Right Hook' 'regularly interviews pro-motoring experts, including Conor Faughnan of the AA' etc.  The complainant would point out AA's curios acceptance of anti-motorist initiatives such as 12 hour QBCs.  They have also consistently championed 'Operation Freeflow'.  Why have they not come out against issues such as congestion charges, QBC extensions and the manner in which the LUAS is riding roughshod over the streets and roads of Dublin.  

The complainant has heard Ferdia O'Dowd on the programme on only two or three occasions.  He does not feel that this limited amount of appearances make up for the nearly-daily opportunities given to advocates of public transport to regurgitate the perma-gridlock myth.

The complainant has heard Tony Vickers on two occasions.  Again, his comments were dealing with micro issues, which are an issue in the UK and not in Dublin.  Macro issues such as draconian 12 hour bus lanes, congestion charging and possible swingeing per-mile charges, in Dublin, are not in any way being addressed by NewsTalk 106 or it's presenters.

The complainant states that NewsTalk 106 implies that he is unhappy with the amount of time that he has been afforded in comparison to other listeners and further, that he is seemlingly unhappy that views are being expressed by others which are at variance with his.

To clear up this implied inaccuracy:  the complainant is unhappy that an equal amount of time is not being afforded on all NewsTalk 106 programmes to those with a view that favours the private motorist as to those who favour public transport.  It is the complainant's considered opinion that the ratio of time on the discussions about transport policy in the Dublin area is 90:1 in favour of those promoting a public transport bias.  He is also unhappy that, considering there a precious few opportunities afforded to those preferring private transport, in comparison to those favouring public transport, that the presenters are not playing devils advocate in any way whatever, save for minimal comment here or there. 

The complainant would, quite frankly, prefer to simply enjoy good, objective, incisive reporting by presenters on NewsTalk 106 with panels which have been comprised of those with equally opposing views rather than this endless and fruitless quest for that radio station to use their Dublin brief properly and objectively.
Station’s Response:

NewsTalk 106 states these complaints relate to the 'transport slot' broadcast each Thursday as part of the 'Right Hook'.  It is a successful 40 minute slot, which unlike any other show on Dublin radio, allows its listeners question those who are in charge of the city's transport policies.  In a 40 minute period, the 'Right Hook' can expect to receive up to 150 different transport queries from listeners, from new Dublin Bus routes  to speed limits for motorists.  While it is not always possible to deal with the huge volume of questions in such a short time frame, the station does endeavour to come back to deal with listener queries at a later date.  The listener in many ways sets the agenda providing a valuable service whether you drive your car or take the bus.

NewsTalk 106 disagrees with the complainant's assertion that George Hook is an 'advocate of public transport', if anything his viewpoint is that of a dogmatic motorist.  George Hook is regularly critical of those in charge of traffic management probing issues such as poor traffic light sequencing, disparities in speed limits, revenue from clamping, the poor planning at the Red Cow and consistently champions the opening of QBCs to motorists in off-peak times.  The 'Right Hook' also regularly interviews pro-motoring experts including Conor Faughnan of AA, Ferdia O'Dowd, Motoring Correspondent of the 'Sunday Business Post' and Tony Vickers of the British Association of Drivers.

Mr. McMahon has regularly submitted comments and questions to the 'Right Hook's' weekly 'transport slot' and the programme has afforded Mr. McMahon the same amount of time as other regular listeners.  The 'Right Hook' endeavours to get answers to all listeners' questions.

Mr. McMahon provides a valuable source of information and expertise to the 'Right Hook' and NewsTalk 106 hopes he will continue to input into the programme.  However, the 'transport slot' must remain free to have inputs from as many listeners and viewpoints as possible even if they are views with which the complainant, Mr. McMahon, disagrees.
Decision of the Commission:

The Broadcasting Complaints Commission rejected the complaints made by Mr. Eoin McMahon.  The Commission was of the view that NewsTalk 106 did not breach Section 24(2)(a)(impartiality).  The discussions on both programmes were fair and balanced, with no evidence of editorial bias.  The travel slot is a regular feature of the programme on Thursday evenings and is of public interest to listeners.  One would expect discussions on the LUAS and QBC's in such a slot.  The programme of the 01 July explored the positive and negative feedback that resulted from the commencement of the LUAS.  The presentation was objective and fair.  Similarly, in the programme of 08 July various Dublin transport issues were discussed in an objective and fair manner.  In the opinion of the Commission, the transport slot in both these programmes presented informative and balanced discussions on Dublin transport issues.  Also, in both broadcasts, the presenter posed questions submitted by listeners and also read out listener comments.  There was no evidence of partiality in these broadcasts.  The complaints were rejected.
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